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Abstract 
The interpreter’s “black box” (Pöchhacker, 2015) has always been a focus of interest 
for researchers in cognitive science. For consecutive interpreting (CI), some 
researchers (e.g., ĩÀŲ, 2008; ĳĮ&ƯŸ, 2014) try to explore the working mechanisms 
of human brain through studying CI notes, including the forms, contents, layout as 
well as language(s) used. Numerous studies have investigated language choice for 
note-taking, among which two perspectives of language categorization stand out: one 
is the dichotomy of source language (SL) and target language (TL), with regard to the 
role in interpreting; the other is the division of the first language (L1) and the second 
language (L2), with regard to the status in the interpreter’s language combination.  
While interpreting consecutively between Chinese and English, interpreters 
generally show a tendency of taking notes in SL, especially novice interpreters (e.g., 
ÚīĔ&ÏĨƸ, 2007; ĳî© Œ, 2010). This is explained by a heavier cognitive load for 
the processing of the SL information, which makes it harder for language switch 
during note-taking. Following this rationale, it can be speculated that increasing 
difficulty of the source text would put greater pressure on the interpreter, resulting in 
a greater proportion of SL notes. However, from a psycholinguistic perspective, 
language switch takes place through constant language selection and de-selection. 
When two languages are both available, it is easier to inhibit the less proficient 
language (L2) than the more proficient, native language (L1), and L1 is linked closer 
to concepts than L2. If it is easier to process the source information in L1, it is more 
likely that notes tend to be taken in L1. 
This study seeks to answer the following questions: does source text difficulty 
affect the choice of language for CI notes? If so, as difficulty increases, is there a 
tendency in language choice for note-taking in Chinese-English CI and 
English-Chinese CI respectively? In order to find the answers to those questions, a 
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comparative experiment is designed in an attempt to explore the relationship between 
source text difficulty and language choice for CI notes. 30 first-year graduate students 
of the English MTI program of a Chinese university participate in the study. They are 
firstly required to take a listening comprehension test, and then, according to their 
scores, 26 of them are selected and divided into two groups, the mean scores of the 
listening test being equal. Each group is given two interpreting tasks, one from 
Chinese to English and the other from English to Chinese. The difficulty levels of 
passages given to the two groups are different – while Group A do the simpler 
passages, the passages for Group B are more difficult. They are required to take notes 
while listening and, after interpreting each segment, they are asked to explain their 
notes and reflect what they are thinking during note-taking. The whole process is 
recorded, and all the notes are then collected and analyzed. Four categories of notes 
are defined: Chinese, English, symbols and others. The proportion of each category in 
each interpreter’s notes is calculated. The results indicate that source text difficulty 
does affect the language choice for note-taking; however, the impacts are different in 
the two directions of interpreting. In Chinese-English tasks, an increase in source text 
difficulty is associated with a greater percentage of Chinese notes, while in the case of 
English-Chinese interpreting, the proportion of notes in either language does not seem 
to differ statistically in the two tasks. The author then discusses the findings in terms 
of the two languages’ status in the interpreting tasks (as the source or target language) 
and their roles in the interpreter’s language combination (as their L1 or L2). 
Suggestions for interpreting training are also put forward. 
 
Key Words: consecutive interpreting (CI); note-taking; source text difficulty; 
language choice 
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Chapter One Introduction 
This chapter introduces the research background, the purpose as well as the 
significance of the research, and lays out the structure of the whole dissertation. 
1.1 Research Background 
Since the mid 20th century, researchers have been investigating interpreting and 
interpreters from various perspectives. In a typical interpreting setting, interpreters are 
expected to handle several tasks at the same time, including listening and 
comprehension, memorizing and language switch as well as speech production. While 
the interpreter’s ability to juggle these efforts concurrently is amazing, researchers 
seem to be more interested in the mechanism behind it.  
With regard to the working modes, interpreting is generally divided into 
consecutive interpreting (CI) and simultaneous interpreting (SI). In the former case, 
the interpreter starts to interpret after the source-language speech is uttered (Pöchhacker, 
2015: 28). The length of the source speech varies in a range from a single word to an 
entire passage that comprises several paragraphs. Subject to the interpreter’s working 
style, memory skills and other situational factors, interpreting longer utterances 
usually requires the assistance of notes (Pöchhacker, 2015: 29). To better analyze each 
task involved in interpreting, Daniel Gile (1995: 178) has proposed the Effort Model 
(EM) for consecutive interpreting, according to which the whole process can be 
divided into two phases; one is the listening and note-taking phase, and the other is 
the speech production phase. The former consists of four tasks, including listening 
analysis, note-taking, short-term memory (STM) and the coordination between the 
three tasks. It can be expressed with the following equation (Gile, 1995: 179): 
 CI = L + N + M + C (1.1) 
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L refers to Listening and Analysis Effort, N stands for Note-taking Effort, M refers to 
Memory Effort, or specifically, STM operations, and C is Coordination Effort, the 
coordination between the above-mentioned three tasks.  
The second phase of CI is expressed in the following way (Gile, 1995: 179): 
 CI = Rem + Read + P  (1.2) 
In the above equation, Rem refers to remembering, or long-term memory (LTM) 
operations; Read means reading the notes taken in phase one, and P stands for 
Production Effort. According to Gile (1995: 180), phase one is paced by the speaker, 
during which the interpreter has to allocate all his/her energy among the tasks, and 
decide what to jot down, in what form and in which language, while in phase two, the 
interpreter is free to pace the three tasks. Each effort consumes a certain amount of 
cognitive resources, and the processing capacity required for each effort should not 
exceed the available capacity that the interpreter is able to provide for each task (Gile, 
1995: 180). 
A combination of the two equations suggests that note-taking plays a linking role 
in a CI process. They carry information from the source speech, assisting in 
organizing and restructuring the source text, and supporting the interpreter’s memory, 
thus facilitating production. In a cognitive view, interpreting is a complex activity of 
information processing. CI notes may be regarded as a visual representation of how 
the information in the source text is processed during the first phase of CI. Good notes 
can greatly relieve the interpreter’s memory burden (Gile, 1995). 
The activity of note-taking for consecutive interpreting has attracted much 
interest among researchers. Various studies have been conducted, from the 
perspectives of the quantity of notes, the contents written down, the layout and 
structure of notes, the relationships between notes and the quality of production, as 
well as the language and symbols used in CI notes. As for the language for 
note-taking, there are two major perspectives of categorizing the languages involved: 
one is the language’s status in the interpreting task, i.e., whether it is the source 
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language (SL) or the target language (TL); the other is its role in the interpreter’s 
language combination, i.e., whether it is the interpreter’s A-language (or first 
language, L1) or B-language (or second language, L2). In the former case, there has 
been plenty of research focusing on which language should be or is the primary one 
for note-taking. For instance, Herbert (1952, cited in Dam, 2004: 4), Seleskovitch and 
Lederer (ŹñŉŦ¡j6。, 2007) recommend that CI notes be taken in the target 
language, while Rozan (1956, cited in Ilg & Lambert, 1996: 71) and Gile (1995) support 
note-taking in the source language. According to the Effort Model (Gile, 1995), the 
requirements for cognitive capacity are usually higher in the first phase; as conversion 
from the source language to the target language costs extra effort, the interpreter 
would face the risk of saturation. Thus, it would be safer if the notes are just taken in 
the source language. 
On the other hand, the dichotomy of A- and B-language offers a new perspective 
of categorizing the languages in note-taking. This is represented by Dam (2004) and 
Szabó (2006). In her study to explore what governs language choice for CI note-taking, 
Dam (2004) finds that all the interpreters take notes in their A-language, and concludes 
that it is the language’s status in the interpreter’s language combination that 
determines the language for note-taking. In contrast, subjects in Szabó’s (2006) 
experiment write more in their B-language. The language switch mechanism holds 
that for unbalanced bilinguals, the lexical connection from L2 to L1 is stronger than 
that from L1 to L2; L1 is more closely linked to concepts than L2 (Kroll & Steward, 
1994). Following that, L1 works better in the processing of source information, and 
interpreters tend to analyze the information in L1 before or while taking notes. That is 
to say, L1 is more likely to be the dominant language for note-taking. 
It seems that both theories above could, at least partly, explain the mechanism of 
information processing in the listening and note-taking phase of consecutive 
interpreting. Szabó (2006) argues that both the SL vs. TL factor and the L1 vs. L2 
factor can play crucial roles in language choice for note-taking, though she adds that 
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other parameters, such as the particular language pair, and the language used in the 
interpreting’s training, may also work. It remains to be tested which is the more 
important factor. While previous studies mostly focus on cases of western language 
pairs, the Chinese and English pair is comparatively less discussed. 
The author is thus curious about the information processing part in the first phase 
of CI between Chinese and English, and attempts to see how the information is 
processed, especially under considerable cognitive strain, which language is chosen as 
the primary language for note-taking. There are a set of “input variables” (Pöchhacker, 
2015: 128) that increase or decrease the cognitive load of interpreters, such as text type 
and information density. Source text difficulty is an important variable which affects 
the performance of interpreting, especially for novice interpreters, and can thus show 
how the interpreter is dealing with information in the source material.  
If CI notes act as a product of comprehension (Ǐ_, 1998), then the language of 
notes can to some degree reflect the language used in information processing. As the 
source text gets more difficult and costs considerable cognitive resources for listening 
and analysis, leaving little effort for note-taking, the language for note-taking can 
more directly reveal which language is working in source material processing, or 
whether language switched occurs (at least partly) during listening and 
comprehension. 
Thus, to test whether any of the above mechanisms work, an experiment is 
designed and conducted. 
1.2 Research Purpose 
With the above being said, it is intriguing to think about the language issue involved 
in CI note-taking. As is shown in the Effort Model (Gile, 1995), in phase one of CI, 
cognitive resources are shared between listening and analysis, memory, note-taking as 
well as the coordination between the three tasks. An increase in the difficulty of the 
source text would require more resources allocated to listening and analysis, and it 
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would be more likely for the interpreter to take notes in the source language, 
especially for novice interpreters. From a psycholinguistic viewpoint, however, 
language switch is involved in comprehension and note-taking. According to Kroll 
and Steward (1994), L1 is a better language for conceptual analysis; in this way, it has 
a greater chance to be the language for note-taking. 
Hence there are at least two possibilities. Based on the existing theories and 
studies that are introduced above, this study attempts to explore if source text 
difficulty affects language choice for CI notes, and if so, whether there is a tendency 
in the choice of a certain language in each direction of interpreting. Specifically, the 
following three questions are raised: 
(1) Does source text difficulty affect language choice in CI note-taking? 
(2) If so, as difficulty increases, is there any tendency of language choice in 
note-taking for Chinese-English CI? 
(3) As the source text becomes more difficult, is there any tendency of language 
choice in note-taking for English-Chinese CI? 
An experiment is conducted in order to answer these questions. 30 first-year 
graduate students of the English MTI program of a Chinese university participate in 
the experiment. All of them take a listening comprehension test and are then divided 
into two groups. Each group is assigned a Chinese-English CI task and an 
English-Chinese CI task; the source texts for Group B are more difficult than those for 
Group A. Their notes are collected and the proportions of notes in different languages 
are calculated and compared. 
1.3 Significance of the Research 
The significance of this study can be summarized in terms of interpreting research, 
interpreting training and practice. 
In terms of interpreting research, the study aims to explore the relationship 
between source text difficulty and language choice for note-taking during consecutive 
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